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There has been a good deal of research on gender psychological differences in the context of 
financial decision making, but no research on the impact of gender difference in the setting of 
savings goals. To address this question we use two unique datasets, one quantitative and one 
qualitative. Our quantitative results show that men set more challenging savings goals than 
women, even when we control for wealth, income, and portfolio risk taking. Our qualitative 
results corroborate these findings. Women are more likely to be content with targeting a 
comfortable life in retirement, setting an unambitious savings targets. They also tend to be 
more concerned than men by eventual possible future impediments to saving, such as adverse 
income shocks. This causes them to focus more on the accessibility of their savings which 
implies that they are more likely to anticipate that they will have to reduce savings in the 
future. In contrast, men seem less concerned about possible future barriers to saving money. 
They are also more committed to saving and to wealth accumulation. 
JEL classification: G40, D14, J16 
 
Keywords: Savings goal, Gender gap, Commitment to save, Consumers’ behaviour, Mixed 
method, Gender gap in wealth




1. Introduction  
Many studies have argued that pursuing challenging goals is self-fulfilling: it effectively 
improves the adoption of behaviours that will allow consumers to attain them (Hsiaw 2013; 
Latham and Locke 2007; Lynch et al. 2010; Ülkümen and Cheema 2011; Wallace and Etkin 
2017). Looking into consumers’ goals is thus of crucial interest for researchers since it may 
have a predictive power over future behaviour. When we focus on individual savings behaviour, 
this line of research has argued that those consumers with ambitious savings goals (e. g. in the 
form of aiming to accumulate large sums of money) will be more committed to saving, and 
thereby end up wealthier (Hsiaw 2013; Ülkümen and Cheema 2011; Wallace and Etkin 2017). 
 This study investigates whether there are gender differences in savings goals choice. 
There is a host of empirical evidence, especially in the financial literature, that men and women 
differ in psychological traits and behavioural attitudes. Men are usually portrayed as more 
optimistic (Bjuggren and Ekert 2016; Jacobsen et al. 2014), more self-confident (Barber and 
Odean 2001; Bucher-Koenen et al. 2014; Estes and Hosseini 1988), and possessing more self-
esteem (Levy and Baumgardner 1991) than women, Men also have more positive attitudes 
towards planning (Grace, Weaven, and Ross 2010; Jacobs-Lawson, Hershey, and Neukam 
2004; Moen et al. 2000; Noone, Alpass, and Stephens 2010). This evidence would suggest that 
women will tend to choose less ambitious savings goals than men. But is this so? 
 To our knowledge, this paper is the first to study to investigate the gender aspect of 
savings goal choice. Our empirical investigation is based on two datasets. We first explore a 
unique quantitative dataset containing rarely available information on the savings placement 
and goal choices of 1,760 UK consumers who are clients of an advisory investment firm. We 
then investigate a unique qualitative sample of 56 semi-structured interviews held with 60 UK 
consumers which addressed issues related to the management of savings and investments. 




 Using mixed sources of data in this study enables us to verify that both datasets lead 
to a convergent interpretation (Bryman 2006; Harrison III 2013). Such verification would 
increase the validity of our conclusions with regard to gender differences in savings goals. 
More importantly, however, we are interested in the complementarity of the quantitative and 
qualitative approaches (Bryman 2006; Harrison III 2013). Whereas the quantitative results, 
based on a large sample, function to yield validity as to the existence of the phenomena of 
interest, the qualitative results provide explanatory consumers’ narratives regarding the 
interpretation of the mechanisms underlying these phenomena (see, e.g., Netemeyer et al. 
2017). 
 According to our quantitative results, men are about 7 percentage points more likely 
than women to set themselves a challenging savings goal, seeing themselves as saving more 
in the future - as compared to what they have already committed to save.  This results is 
independent of differences in wealth, income, and expected portfolio returns between men 
and women. This finding reflects a greater confidence by men in their ability to save in the 
future. Qualitative data validates the view that women choose less challenging savings 
objectives than men. Female interviewees tend to articulate the need for a comfortable life on 
retirement, while men are more likely to focus on maximizing their wealth as soon as possible. 
Women are more interested in financial security and men are keener to retire sooner. Women 
are thus more likely to develop a more cautious approach to a savings goal than men, 
emphasizing the need to be able to access and draw down savings in the case of adverse events, 
such as becoming unemployed or ill. 
 The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the theoretical background of 
this study. Section 3 discusses our quantitative data, empirical approach, and results, whereas 
section 4 is about our qualitative approach. Section 5 provides a general discussion of the 
implications of our results and Section 6 concludes the paper. 





2. Theoretical background 
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to provide evidence of gender difference 
in the setting of savings goals. There is, however, a good deal of research on gender 
psychological differences, especially in the context of financial decision making, that leads us 
to think that men and women may differ in the way they choose savings goals. 
 For instance, there is empirical work in psychology showing that, in general, women 
are less confident of their own ability than men (Cross et al. 2017). It has also been shown 
that such low self-confidence leads women consumers to have lower aspirations and thus to 
set less challenging goals, regardless of their actual ability to reach these goals (Bandura and 
Locke 2003; Latham and Locke 2007; Lee and Bobko 1994; Maddux 2016; Schunk 1991). 
Women’s lack of self-confidence is particularly present when it comes to assessing their 
ability to deal with tasks related to financial decision making (Barber and Odean 2001; 
Bucher-Koenen et al. 2016; Estes and Hosseini 1988). For example, Barber and Odean (2001) 
argue that, due to over-confidence, men tend to trade more often than women. Analysing 
survey data, Bucher-Koenen et al. (2016) not only show that women rate themselves lower 
than men in terms of self-assessed financial literacy but also that women disproportionately 
answer financial knowledge questions with “do not know,” even when they know the correct 
answer. This result is particularly interesting since it implies that it is not the intrinsic ability 
to achieve the task that leads to a lower self-assessment by women but a lower self-perception 
about that ability. Such lack of confidence regarding financial decision making could play a 
role in how women perceive their own ability to save in the future and how they set goals with 
regard to their savings. 




 Women are also found to be more pessimistic than men, which means that they tend 
to overestimate the occurrence of unfavourable events. As suggested by many studies, this 
psychological characteristic has a direct negative consequence on the inclination to set a 
challenging goal (Carver and Scheier 2001; Geers, Wellman, and Lassiter 2009; Peterson 
2000; Segerstrom and Nes 2006). More particularly within the scope of finance, based on 
Gallup polls and University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index surveys, Jacobsen et al. 
(2014) show that men tend to be significantly more optimistic than woman as regards  the 
state of the economy. The authors argue that pessimism as to the future explains the low risk 
exposure of female investment portfolios as compared to those of men. Such pessimism shown 
by women may eventually lower their aspirations with respect to savings due to greater 
sensitivity to impediments to saving. 
 Other studies show that women are more loss averse than men (Crosetto and Filippin 
2016; Wieland et al. 2014). This implies that for women the pain from financial losses is 
greater than the happiness derived from gains (Hsiaw 2013; Benartzi and Thaler 1995; 
Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 1991). The link between such loss aversion and lower goals 
is modelled by Hsiaw (2013) who explains that striving to reach a goal is caused by the 
anticipated regret of loss if the goal is not reached in the end (see also Wallace and Etkin 
2017). Therefore, if women are more loss averse, they will probably set less challenging goals 
to avoid regrets. 
 Another strand of the literature has been interested in gender differences in the attitude 
towards planning for retirement. Varying attitudes towards planning for retirement are related 
to goals since they reveal differences in aspirations (or the lack thereof) regarding the desired 
future life-style. Providing a historical perspective on the literature, Noone et al (2010) explain 
that, though gender differences have narrowed in recent years, retirement planning remains a 
task associated with men, and especially husbands in a couple. Using survey data, Jacobs-




Lawson et al (2004) show that women spend less time thinking about retirement than men, 
and gender is differentially related to the factors predictive of this activity. A study by Moen 
et al. (2000) offers evidence that men tend to think more of their financial future and are more 
likely to discuss retirement with friends. The results from the qualitative analysis of Grace et 
al (2010, 174), who investigate gender perceptions of retirement planning, show that males 
tend to presume that “retirement will be another stage in life which will provide for a lifestyle 
conducive with their current standard of living. Women, on the other hand, adopt very much 
a life course perspective, which makes no assumptions or predictions about future life stages, 
but one that views outcomes as contingent on the circumstances of one’s life.” These differing 
attitudes imply that men as opposed to women seem to have a more specific idea of where 
they want to be in the future from a financial perspective. This could arguably play a role in 
creating a gender gap in savings goal choice. 
 
3. The quantitative study 
3.1.Quantitative data: our sample 
For our quantitative investigation, we use a unique dataset based on individual investment 
decisions taken from March to August 2017 by 1,760 customers from a large UK investment 
advisory firm. In our sample, the names of individual investors had been completely 
anonymized and only a numerical identifier for each one was provided by the firm. The sample 
comprises 777 women (44.1%) and 940 men (53.8%),1 the average age of clients is 58.6 years 
and the majority are married (59.8%). For 986 clients the level of income (Income) is also 
available. The average income in our sample is £30,8402. 1,089 clients reported to their advisor 
                                                          
1 For the remaining 2.1% of the clients in our sample there are no details about their gender. 
2 The UK national average in 2016 is £33,400, Office for National Statistics, 2018. 




the value of their personal gross wealth (Assets). The average gross wealth for this sample is £ 
339,543.3 Summary statistics of variables used in this study are provided in Table 1. Table A1 
in the Appendix defines the variables used in the study. 
 Our data contain the savings goal (Savings goal) chosen by the clients in the sample. 
This savings goal is the amount of savings that the clients aim to have accumulated at a chosen 
future time horizon (Goal term). The whole investment process, including savings goal setting, 
is done with the assistance of an Independent Financial Advisor (IFA). IFAs are independent 
workers but they exclusively sell investment products from the advisory investment firm. 
Products consist of pre-mixed managed portfolio divided into five level of risk exposure (from 
defensive to aggressive4). 
 Clients decide the initial lump sum that they want to invest in the chosen portfolio 
(Initial savings amount) and the regular money instalments they plan to save every month 
through standing orders (Regular saving). Depending on the chosen risk exposure of the 
portfolio, and the horizon of their investment (Goal term), clients are provided by the advisor 
with projected rates of return derived from estimations by the asset management company 
MorningStar (Proj. rate of return).
                                                          
3 We report here the median of the sum of the value of Assets, plus the Initial savings amount weighted by the 
consumer ownership percentage of savings, for this sub-sample. The UK national median net wealth in 2016 is 
£259,400 (Office for national statistics, 2018) 
4 The advised client had previously answered a questionnaire with an "Attitude to Risk" test and questions on 
the time frame of their investment to determine which level of portfolio risk they would wish to take. 




Table 1. Summary statistics 
   All sample  Women  Men 
Variable 
Type  N 
Freq./ 
mean 
SD  N 
Freq./ 
mean 




Demographic              
Woman dummy  1,760 44.1% 49.7%         
Man dummy  1,760 53.8% 49.9%         
Gender not recorded dummy  1,760 2.1% 14.4%         
              
Age year  1,760 58.61 14.76  777 59.85 15.32  946 57.48 15.31 
Age range              
25 or less dummy  1,760 2.3% 15.1%  777 2.7% 16.2%  946 2.1% 14.4% 
From 26 to 35 dummy  1,760 5.9% 23.5%  777 4.9% 21.6%  946 6.8% 25.1% 
From 36 to 45 dummy  1,760 9.1% 28.8%  777 8.9% 28.5%  946 9.5% 29.4% 
From 46 to 55 dummy  1,760 21.9% 41.4%  777 19.4% 39.6%  946 23.7% 42.5% 
From 56 to 65 dummy  1,760 28.3% 45.1%  777 26.5% 44.2%  946 29.9% 45.8% 
From 66 to 75 dummy  1,760 20.1% 40.1%  777 22.3% 41.6%  946 18.6% 38.9% 
Above 75 dummy  1,760 12.4% 33.0%  777 15.3% 36.0%  946 9.4% 29.2% 
              
Marital status              
Civil Partner dummy  1,760 0.2% 4.1%  777 0.3% 5.1%  946 0.1% 3.3% 
Co-habiting dummy  1,760 6.8% 25.1%  777 6.6% 24.8%  946 6.8% 25.1% 
Divorced dummy  1,760 6.8% 25.2%  777 8.8% 28.3%  946 5.1% 22.0% 
Married dummy  1,760 59.8% 49.0%  777 48.5% 50.0%  946 69.0% 46.3% 
Separated dummy  1,760 0.2% 4.1%  777 0.1% 3.6%  946 0.2% 4.6% 
Single dummy  1,760 15.1% 35.8%  777 15.4% 36.2%  946 15.2% 35.9% 
Widow dummy  1,760 11.1% 31.5%  777 20.3% 40.3%  946 3.6% 18.6% 
              
Income £  986 30,840 54,951  373 22,221 21,988  594 35,578 66,165 
Projected Income growth £  967 -9,132 7,737  373 -6,471 5,652  594 -10,802 8,380 
Assets £  1,089 296,261 422,023  455 299,682 410,539  599 280,302 381,616 
Investment characteristic 
             
Initial savings amount £  1,760 43,884 68,796  946 39,432 58,819  946 47,036 75,599 
Regular saving £  1,760 73 271  946 52 230  946 91 302 
              
Portfolio type              
aggressive dummy  1,760 3.2% 17.7%  777 2.1% 14.2%  946 4.0% 19.6% 
capital growth dummy  1,760 36.2% 48.1%  777 31.5% 46.5%  946 40.0% 49.0% 
balanced dummy  1,760 34.0% 47.4%  777 34.2% 47.5%  946 33.6% 47.3% 
cautious dummy  1,760 22.4% 41.7%  777 27.4% 44.6%  946 18.8% 39.1% 
defensive dummy  1,760 4.1% 19.9%  777 4.8% 21.3%  946 3.6% 18.6% 
              
Investment projection              
Proj. rate of return rate  1,760 6.1% 0.8%  777 6.0% 0.8%  946 6.2% 0.8% 
Savings expected future value £  1,760 108,009 240,752  777 85,789 118,822  946 125,621 307,907 
Goal term (Investment horizon) year  1,760 10.58 6.55  777 10.2 6.3  946 10.9 6.7 
              
Investment vehicle              
GIA dummy  1,760 23.6% 42.5%  777 26.9% 44.4%  946 21.0% 40.8% 
ISA dummy  1,760 69.0% 46.2%  777 75.2% 43.2%  946 64.1% 48.0% 
SIPP dummy  1,760 25.1% 43.4%  777 17.9% 38.4%  946 30.9% 46.2% 
Other vehicle dummy  1,760 1.8% 13.4%  777 2.2% 14.6%  946 1.6% 12.5% 
              
Time continuing withdraw              
one off withdrawal dummy  1,760 16.4% 37.1%  777 17.9% 38.4%  946 15.0% 35.7% 
between 2 and 5 y dummy  1,760 8.8% 28.2%  777 10.4% 30.6%  946 7.3% 26.0% 
between 6 and 10 y dummy  1,760 26.0% 43.9%  777 26.8% 44.3%  946 25.9% 43.8% 
more than 11 y dummy  1,760 48.8% 50.0%  777 44.9% 49.8%  946 51.8% 50.0% 
Goal characteristic 
             
Savings goal £  1,760 129,974 262,252  777 99,533 196,197  946 149,655 241,157 




SGS (Savings goal spread) £  1,760 21,966 295,157  777 13,744 180,617  946 24,034 320,285 
Positive SGS dummy  1,760 36.9% 48.3%  777 30.4% 46.0%  946 42.6% 49.5% 




  Clients also have to pick an investment vehicle. They face four main options: a Self-
Invested Personal Pension5 (SIPP) that is a UK government-approved personal pension scheme; 
an Individual Saving Account6 (ISA); a General Investment Account7 (GIA); or a combination 
of these vehicles8. Clients also report whether they plan to do a one-off withdrawal of their 
savings at the investment horizon or if withdrawals will be spread over time (“Once you begin 
withdrawing money from your investment, how long do you expect to continue withdrawing 
funds?9” Time continuing withdraw). Most clients invest their own money, but a few of them 
(less than 5% of our sample) partly invest their joint savings with a partner (up to 50% of 
savings is shared).10  
3.2. Our dependent variable 
The main research question of this paper is: to what extent do men and women differ in the way 
they set their savings goals? We expect that, for socio-psychological reasons, men and women 
do not show the same confidence in their ability to save in the future. 
 The amount of total savings goal for every client would not be an adequate dependent 
variable for this research question. This is because an important element determining the size 
of savings goals is explained by differences in clients’ saving capacity (e.g., income or wealth), 
and not by attitudinal differences towards savings targets. For instance, a person earning 
£500,000 a year will most probably plan to accumulate more money than a person earning 
£50,000 a year. There is also a gender gap in income and wealth (both in our sample and in the 
                                                          
5 Investing via SIPP allows tax rebates on contributions in exchange for limits on accessibility to funds (Savings 
become freely accessible after consumer have reached 55 and savings drawn down are taxable as income after 
the first 25% is drawn down tax free.) 
6 By investing via ISAs, clients have an allowance of £20,000 a year and are exempted from income tax and 
capital gains tax. 
7Investing via GIA is usually for investors that have used up their annual ISA allowance. 
8 Very few clients have chosen to invest through Junior ISA, Investment bonds, off-shore bonds (less than 2% of 
our sample). 
9 This question is part of the preliminary questionnaire. 
10 Removing these investors from our analysis does not significantly change our results and leave our conclusion 
unchanged. 




population as a whole), which would further affect our results if we adopted the actual amount 
of the savings goal as the dependent variable11. 
 We do not also want to conflate a gender gap in savings goal choice with a gender 'gap' 
in the projected portfolio returns due to clients’ differences in risk attitude. In general, and in 
our data, men expect greater portfolio returns in the long run due to the fact that they take more 
risk when investing. 12 This difference will lead men to expect to achieve higher savings goals 
than women, but again this would have no link to potential gender differences in clients’ 
attitudes towards future savings. 
 Thus, in order to identify a real attitudinal gender gap in savings goals that is 
independent of gender differences due to income and wealth, and projected portfolio returns, 
we investigate how a client’s gender influences the sign of the dependent variable where the 
dependent variable is the Savings goal spread and is given by the following equation: 
𝑆𝑎𝑣𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑠 𝑔𝑜𝑎𝑙 𝑠𝑝𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑑 (𝑆𝐺𝑆) = 𝑆𝑎𝑣𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑠 𝑔𝑜𝑎𝑙 − 𝑆𝑎𝑣𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑠 𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑓𝑢𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒 𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 
Where Savings goal is the savings goal amount set by a client for a chosen time horizon. Savings 
expected future value is the expected future value of the client’s initial lump sum savings (Initial 
savings amount) and all planned regular monthly saving (Regular saving) calculated using the 
annual projected rate of portfolio return (Proj. rate of return) over the same time horizon. The 
Savings goal spread (SGS hereafter) is thus defined to be the difference between the client-
                                                          
11 See Table 1. Gender difference in savings capacities is evident when comparing Initial savings amount of 
men (£47,035) with that for women (£39,432) for women. Also, men’s planned regular saving (Regular saving) 
are on average of £91 versus £52 for women. In terms of earnings, for the sub-sample considered, men’ income 
is on average of £35,578 versus £21,988 for women. Evidence of the gender pay gap in the literature is in Blau 
and Kahn (2003); Neelakantan and Chang (2010); Garnick (2016) 
12 See Table 1. The average annual projected rate of return (Proj. rate of return) for men is of 6.2% for men 
versus 6.0% for women. For evidence of a gender gap in investment risk attitude see for instance Sundén and 
Surette (1998); Charness and Gneezy (2012) 




selected savings goal and the expected future value of the current savings commitment at a pre-
specified future date. The Savings goal spread can be zero, positive or negative.  
 If the Savings goal spread (SGS hereafter) is positive, it represents the amount of 
savings that clients will have to save in excess of what they have currently saved and plan to 
save, in order to close the remaining gap to the savings goal. If negative, the SGS represents 
what the clients plan to dissave as compared to what they have already saved or planned to save 
and still achieve their savings goal. The sign of SGS thus reflects in a dichotomous way whether 
or not consumers perceive themselves as able to increase their savings in the future. Assuming 
that clients have stable expected future income streams,13 the sign of SGS is not linked to 
consumers’ earnings, wealth, or projected portfolio returns but to two possible attitudes, 
depicted below, related to their confidence in their ability to increase/decrease future savings. 
It is these two attitudes, either or both, we argue that could explain any gender differences in 
savings goals. 
 First, the sign of SGS may reflect the client’s level of commitment to future savings as 
compared to what they have already committed to save through initial and regular saving in the 
initial plan. Thus, a positive SGS means that even if a client’s income does not rise in the future, 
s/he still intend to intensify their savings effort, by increasing the portion of their income 
dedicated to savings. This could be done by planning to make additional irregular savings off 
the cuff, or to increase their regular monthly saving scheme.14 Oppositely, a negative SGS may 
indicate that a client intends to reduce the portion of her/his income dedicated to savings by 
planning to make withdrawals from their pot or to reduce their regular savings. Second, whether 
                                                          
13 This assumption and its possible empirical implication on our result if relaxed are discussed in the next sub-
section. 
14 From a conceptual perspective, having a positive SGS for this reason directly relates to the idea of setting an 
attainment goal whereby consumers set goals in order to outperform their initial state (Stamatogiannakis, 
Chattopadhyay, and Chakravarti 2018; Yang, Stamatogiannakis, and Chattopadhyay 2015), as, for instance, 
when someone aims at losing weight, in contrast to someone who would just aim at maintaining his/her current 
weight (i.e., maintenance goal). 




clients have a positive or negative SGS may depend on varying perceptions as to the occurrence 
and/or the consequences of unexpected income shocks in the future (e.g., sickness, job loss, 
etc.). Differences in traits like pessimism or loss aversion make individuals more or less focused 
on the need to anticipate possible savings withdrawals and/or diminishing monthly 
contributions in the future in order to absorb the eventual shocks. These varying anticipations 
may determine whether a client decides to have a positive or negative SGS. 
 Figure 1 shows the distribution of the SGS for our sample. The modal class of SGS 
includes 0, which means that the preferred choice of consumers is to fit their goal and their 
current commitment to save. However, Figure 1 also shows that many clients deviate from this 
configuration, choosing positive or negative SGS (see also summary statistics in Table 1). From 
a gender perspective, as a preliminary result, Table 1 shows that only 30.4% of women from 
our sample have a positive SGS, whereas the proportion is 42.6% among men. 
FIGURE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF SGS 
Note: This graph displays the histogram of the variable SGS. We have removed the 
bottom and the top 1% of the distribution. The curve represents the normal distribution 
for comparison. The bandwidth used is 20 thousands. 
 
  




3.3. Econometric specification 
On the basis of the above analysis, our econometric approach is to run a logit binary regression 
model to measure the effect of gender on the probability that 𝑆𝐺𝑆 is positive. We have the 
following model to estimate: 
𝐿𝑜𝑔 (
𝑃(𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑆𝐺𝑆 = 1)
1 − 𝑃(𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑆𝐺𝑆 = 1)
) = 𝛼 + 𝛽1 ∙ 𝑊𝑜𝑚𝑎𝑛 + 𝛽2 ∙ 𝑿 + 𝒖  (Equation1) 
 
 Our dependent variable (𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒 𝑆𝐺𝑆) is therefore a dummy variable taking the value 
1 if 𝑆𝐺𝑆 > 0, and 0 otherwise. 𝑊𝑜𝑚𝑎𝑛 is a binary variable taking the value 1 if the client is a 
woman and 0 otherwise. 𝛽1 is the marginal effect of being a woman compared to being a man 
on the likelihood that 𝑆𝐺𝑆 is positive. 𝑿 is a vector of control variables. It includes 
demographic variables that are not necessarily homogeneously distributed across gender and 
hence could create an endogeneity bias if not included (but influence our dependent variable). 
We introduce a dummy variable for each type of marital status (Marital status), since marital 
status is found in the literature to have an influence on investment decisions and wealth 
accumulation (Lyons, Neelakantan, and Scherpf 2008; Ruel and Hauser 2013; Schmidt and 
Sevak 2006; Sundén and Surette 1998). Table 1 displays the mean of control variables for 
both women and men and does indeed show quite sharp differences in marital status across 
gender. We also control for the age of clients by introducing dummy variables capturing the 
different ranges of age (Age range) because the position in the life-cycle could also influence 
the savings perspective. 
 The vector 𝑿 also comprises variables related to the investment decision. In our 
regression analysis we have included dummies for investment vehicles held by clients, that 
are ISA, SIPP, GIA etc.; a dummy variable on the duration of the period during which money 




will be withdrawn after the goal term (Time continuing withdraw). We also add the variable 
Goal term, to control for the potential influence of the length of the investment time frame. 
Finally we insert the variable of the projected rate of return (proj. rate of return) to verify that 
differences in expected risk premium of the investment portfolios play no role. 
 Table 2 shows our regression results. These results are consistent with the view that 
gender has a significant impact on the likelihood of setting the savings goal above the expected 
future value of current and planned regular savings (i.e., a positive SGS). According to 
specification (1), being a male increases by 7.3 percent points the probability of having a 
positive SGS. This effect is statistically significant and survives in all specifications of Table 
2.




Table 2. Quantitative results – Logit regression 
Note: This table presents the outcome of a logit regression where the dependant variable is the binary variable Positive SGS 
(equation 1).We report the average marginal effects of the independent variables which means that coefficients should be read 
as in a linear probability model (coefficients reflect the average of the change in the probability that positive SGS for an increase 
in one unit of the independent variable estimated over varying value of covariates). The constant is not reported. All variable 
are defined in Table A1 of the Appendix. Variables Man, 25 or less, Civil Union, one off withdrawal, ISA and other vehicle are 
omitted to avoid perfect collinearity. In regression (4), Above 75 (Age range) is omitted due to perfectly predicting the outcome 
SGS > 0 and one observation is dropped. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. ***, ** and * respectively indicate 
significance at 1%, 5% and 10%. 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Positive SGS Positive SGS Positive SGS Positive SGS 
Woman -0.0732*** -0.0676*** -0.0844** -0.0936** 
 (0.0227) (0.0230) (0.0351) (0.0451) 
Not Recorded (Gender) -0.107 -0.107   
 (0.0842) (0.0838)   
From 26 to 35 -0.264*** -0.223*** -0.263** -0.214 
 (0.0844) (0.0855) (0.121) (0.146) 
From 36 to 45 -0.179** -0.181** -0.152 -0.0392 
 (0.0820) (0.0827) (0.127) (0.151) 
From 46 to 55 -0.273*** -0.302*** -0.234* -0.118 
 (0.0773) (0.0781) (0.132) (0.159) 
From 56 to 65 -0.344*** -0.377*** -0.299** -0.207 
 (0.0764) (0.0776) (0.128) (0.156) 
From 66 to 75 -0.438*** -0.451*** -0.427*** -0.270* 
 (0.0771) (0.0784) (0.131) (0.157) 
Above 75 -0.414*** -0.433*** -0.519  
 (0.0828) (0.0845) (0.319)  
Co-habiting 0.0691 0.0316 2.752*** 3.331*** 
 (0.239) (0.243) (0.250) (0.254) 
Divorced -0.0396 -0.0807 2.725*** 3.160*** 
 (0.239) (0.243) (0.252) (0.262) 
Married 0.108 0.0624 2.797*** 3.278*** 
 (0.236) (0.240) (0.244) (0.253) 
Separated 0.0250 -0.0349 2.821*** 3.330*** 
 (0.356) (0.343) (0.440) (0.458) 
Single -0.0965 -0.132 2.638*** 3.210*** 
 (0.238) (0.241) (0.251) (0.259) 
Widow -0.115 -0.151 2.753*** 3.359*** 
 (0.241) (0.244) (0.267) (0.272) 
Projected rate of return  -1.671   
  (1.370)   
Withdrawing between 2 and 5 y  -0.0182   
  (0.0355)   
Withdrawing between 6 and 10 y  -0.0151   
  (0.0421)   
Withdrawing more than 11 y  -0.0140   
  (0.0296)   
GIA  -0.0483*   
  (0.0283)   
SIPP  0.0826***   
  (0.0321)   
Goal Term  -0.0073***   
  (0.0023)   
Income (thousands of £)   0.0003 0.0001 
   (0.0002) (0.0003) 
Projected income growth (thousands of £)   0.00310 0.0002 
   (0.003) (0.0039) 
Assets (thousands of £)    0.0001** 
    (0.0001) 
Observations 1,760 1,760 967 609 
Pseudo R-squared 0.07 0.08 0.03 0.03 




This suggests that men are more confident than women in their ability to save in the future. The 
inclusion of several variables linked to investment choice in specification (2) shows a slight 
reduction in the coefficient of the gender variable, though it remains significant at the 1% level.15 
 Differences in current income, similarly affect Savings goal and Savings expected future 
value but not the sign of SGS. However, for a robustness check, we also control for income 
(Income), taking advantage of the fact that we have this information for a significant number of 
consumers in our sample (978 obs.). In addition, we add the variable Projected income growth. 
This variable aims at capturing the projected difference in the dynamic of income depending on 
the gender of the client (detail of the construction of this variable is in Table A1 of the Appendix16). 
The rationale is that if we relax the assumption that we have posed so far of stable future income, 
this might affect the gender gap in the sign of the SGS.17 By controlling for potential growth in 
income in the future (and hence a growth in the gender pay gap), we make sure that our results are 
robust to this eventuality. As Projected income growth cannot be estimated in the case of clients 
whose gender is not recorded, we have to drop 21 further observations (967 obs.) 
 Finally, since some clients from our sample have reached retirement age, it is presumed 
that their planned future savings (if any) will be taken from expected future capital18. Such an 
assumption could be gender biased if we assume a gender gap in wealth. To make sure our results 
                                                          
15 Sensitivity tests under the form of Sobel test (Breen, Karlson, and Holm 2013) show that the drop in the coefficient 
of Woman from regression (1) to (2) is essentially imputed to the inclusion of the dummy variable SIPP. This means 
that SIPP is a confounding variable of Woman, which probably implies that a woman’s negative likelihood to have a 
positive SGS is linked to the fact that they invest relatively less than men in SIPP, a vehicle that makes savings less 
available (Individuals participating in a self-invested personal pension are free to start withdrawing funds beginning at 
age 55). 
16 In short, Projected income growth is based on cross-sectional differences in income across clients of the same 
gender but of different ages. The rationale is that on average, the best prediction of a (wo)men’s future evolution of 
income is the difference between his own income and the income of older (wo)men.  
17 That would be the case if first, consumers are sufficiently sophisticated to anticipate the trajectory of their future 
income (which is unlikely according to Benartzi and Thaler (2007)); second, if the sign of the anticipated future 
income variation is of the opposite sign depending on gender (e.g., if men tended to anticipate an income growth 
while women planned a drop in their income). Otherwise, positive anticipation of growth for both genders should not 
affect the sign of SGS. 
18 We can imagine that some clients plan to sell their house (for instance after grown up children leave home) and that 
clients will transfer the money to their portfolio 




are robust with regard to this factor, we run a last regression in which we include both income 
variables and the wealth variable (Assets) but we have to do so for a reduced number of individuals 
for which we hold complete information (610 customers). 
 Specification (3) in Table 2 shows that even after introducing income (Income) and the 
projection of a dynamic stream (Projected income growth) the gender effect is still significant. 
These results provide further validation of the view that the gender effect on setting a savings goal 
above the projected future value of savings (Initial savings and Regular savings) is not explained 
by the gender pay gap. Also, the specification including information on clients ‘wealth (Assets, 
specification 4) does not affect the significance of the gender variable, and hence, does not change 
our conclusion. 
 
4. The qualitative study 
4.1. Qualitative data and method 
A qualitative approach to the impact of gender on savings goal setting will allow us to substantiate 
the claim made in the previous section that men and women have different self-projections for their 
financial futures, with the additional advantage that it can provide in-depth information on the 
nature of such gender differences. 56 semi-structured interviews with 60 individuals were 
conducted between July 2016 and April 2017. To recruit interview participants, purposive 
sampling, defined as a non-probabilistic sampling process, was adopted (Punch 2013). Non-
probabilistic sampling is widely used in qualitative research and deemed helpful here due to being 
able to define a focus upfront. Based on having the capacity to save and invest, medium and high-
income households were chosen. In line with previous studies (González 2015; Dema-Moreno 
2009), a wider middle income range has been adopted than for the population as a whole and 




household construction, i.e., single household, two adult household and/or household with 
children, taken into consideration. The middle-income group therefore comprises income deciles 
III-VIII and the high income group income deciles IX-X. The ranges are defined based on the 
Wealth and Asset Survey, a longitudinal survey conducted by the Office for National Statistics of 
private households in the UK.  
 Recruitment of interviewees took place through participating in community events, for 
instance, Christmas markets or summer festivals, running advertisements in supermarkets, on 
community websites and social media and through personal networks. As a result of the 
recruitment strategy, 60 interviews with men (40% of the interview participants) and women (60% 
of the interview participants) were conducted. In a few cases, the interviews were conducted with 
both household members.  
 Interview participants had an average income of £32,013 which is similar to our 
quantitative sample where the average income lies at £30,841. The average income of 38 medium 
income interviewees lay at £24,996 and of 22 high income individuals at £44,185. Wealth is not 
easy to compare across the two samples since, for the qualitative data, interviewees reported 
household gross wealth (on average £780,633) whereas (a subsample of) clients from the 
quantitative sample provided the value of their assets at the individual level (on average £ 
339,54219). Nevertheless, the wealth figures indicate that both samples are in the same order of 
magnitude and reflect middle to high wealth consumers. The interview participants, comprise a 
wide age range with the youngest interview participant being aged 24 and the oldest interview 
participant being aged 88. 
 The interviews lasted on average 60 minutes with the longest interview being two hours 
long and the shortest interview being 45 minutes. The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed 
                                                          
19 We report here the average of the sum of the value of Assets, plus the Initial savings amount weighted by the 
consumer ownership percentage of savings, for the sub-sample for which this information is available. 




and anonymized before thematically analysing them in three main steps (Bell, Bryman, and Harley 
2018). First, inductive coding was undertaken to avoid a theoretically biased selection of codes. 
This was followed by a constant comparative method in order to discover emergent themes. 
Constant comparative in this context means regularly revisit prior analysed data and refine codes 
and themes (Blaikie 2009). The goal has been to find similarities and differences in the categories 
and identify how they are interrelated. After having developed a theme guide, transcripts were 
revisited to better understand the meanings individuals attributed to these different themes. To 
represent participants’ views and underline main discussion points, quotations have been selected 
and are provided in the following analysis. Those reflect examples of the discussion points, but not 
necessarily the amount of occurrence. 
 
4.2. Qualitative results 
After having seen in the quantitative data that there appear to be gender specific, subjective reasons 
in setting savings goals, the qualitative data will substantiate this result and provide the underlying 
reasoning for differences in savings goals. First, our qualitative results confirm that the main 
finding of the existing literature with regard to the role of confidence in making financial decisions 
applies also to savings goal. Second, interview findings establish new insights into the reasoning 
for why women set less ambitious savings goals. 
 In line with existing research which has found that women have less confidence in making 
financial decisions (Bucher-Koenen et al. 2014; Estes and Hosseini 1988), interviewed women are 
more likely to emphasize that they are not good at financial things or are not a numbers person (‘I 
am not good with numbers’ [IP02_F]): 




I am frightened by finance and I don’t feel confident about finance and because I 
know, I am not very organized with finance, I would take the, you know, the 
easiest option […] (IP26_F). 
 In addition to not feeling confident, female participants are also more likely to mention that 
they are not interested in finance and/or learning about financial products: ‘finance doesn’t interest 
me, only in as much as I’ve got to get it sorted but once it’s sorted, I just want it to flow’ (IP19_F). 
Interestingly, despite mentioning not being good in finance, interviewed women still save and 
invest for retirement with the help of savings and pension wealth while also trying to diversify 
their pension investment. Since it is ’just a little bit too confusing’ (IP07_F), the advice from a 
financial advisor or broker is searched for (‘always preferred a broker because they can explain it 
much more clearly, it’s not as daunting’ [IP50_F]) and also actively questioned in order to make 
the right decision (‘and I thought that that reasoning was absolutely rubbish’ [IP19_F]). This 
extends the existing literature. Even though women are less confident or even frightened of finance 
and financial products, they plan ahead and invest, albeit with less ambitious savings goals. 
 The reason for the less ambitious savings goals can be found in the new insights gained 
from the interviews. Interviewed women tend to focus on having financial security (‘it’s about 
trying to have some security and stability’ [IP20_F]) while more men than women focus on growth 
(‘better than them [parents], yeah we beat them, yeah we beat them, that’s the goal’ [IP41_M]). 
According to the majority of female interview participants, this is based on two factors. First, 
interviewed women aim to achieve and keep a comfortable lifestyle: 
I just want enough money to be comfortable. I think for most part of it and then, 
you know, have enough money to then eventually be able to have children and 
have – my children and let my children be comfortable. I’m not – I might spend 
money on a few treats here and there, and so I want enough money to be able to 




do that. I think money is just a way of keeping you – you shouldn’t be greedy for 
it, do you know what I mean? I don’t think it’s the be all and end all I think as 
long as you have enough to be comfortable I think that’s good. (IP29_F) 
 By repetitively using the term comfortable and contrasting a view on aiming to grow 
financially with being greedy, interview participants put emphasis on the fact that they want to 
have security and stability. This suggests that for women, the purpose of saving is not to 
accumulate as much as they can but rather to make sure they will reach a certain level of wealth 
that they perceive as providing them a comfortable life. In this perspective, women find no reason 
to try to out-perform the future value of their portfolio if the latter allows them to reach their goal 
with a safety cushion (‘for me to do something, it would have to feel like it’s stable’ [IP51_F]). 
 Second, women are more likely to evoke the occurrence of adverse events (‘you could lose 
everything and you just wanna hedge [IP20_F]) and focus on being able to access the money for 
emergencies: ‘I didn’t want anything that, that I couldn’t access […] I needed to access it whenever 
I needed to ‘cause if something went wrong with my car or you know something happened’ 
(IP45_F). In this perspective, since negative events might impact the future (‘I always felt the 
world ahead could be much, much harsher’ [IP04_F]), money should be invested in a way where 
they reach the desired level of security without risking too much. This results in avoiding anything 
‘where the money would go down like even a £100’ (IP51_F) and in preferring a target which they 
are certain to reach: 
I’m not willing, you know, say for example I got a lump sum, I wouldn’t be then 
thinking I would invest in some sort really risky kind of investment. […] So I 
suppose just from the point of view I feel it’s, I need some sort of security there 
to make sure if things, if something awfully went wrong, I got money to be able 
to rely on so to speak. (IP44_F) 




 Women thus want to ensure financial security and keep control over the potential future 
risks where savings are seen as an enabler to keep control and independence (‘I just thought I want, 
I wanted to have a fairly liquid position so when I need to access money I could’ [IP20_F]). While 
female participants are more likely to anticipate adverse events than men, they nevertheless plan 
ahead instead of not making assumptions about the future, as argued in the literature presented 
above (Grace et al. 2010). They try to save while ensuring accessibility (‘I want to have some sort 
of peace of mind that this lump sum is kind of still there so to speak’ [IP50_F]).  
 In contrast, the men interviewed were more likely than women to focus on growth and 
follow an asset accumulation strategy based on amassing monetary profits (‘I still got the edge to 
want to push on and make money’ [IP53_M]), aiming to retire early (‘I don’t want to work all my 
life [IP41_M]). Men see finance as providing opportunities to grow further whereas women focus 
on security (‘I’m probably a bit more ambitious in terms of investing and trying to make more, my 
wife is more cautious in terms of making sure we’ve got enough’ [IP11_M]). For this reason, men 
tend to emphasize that you have to risk something to achieve growth (‘If you want to seriously 
improve your financial position you have to take some risks’ [IP23_M]). As a result of these 
differences, men are more ambitious in their goal settings whereas women are more cautious (‘I’m 
financially always cautious’ [IP17_F). 
 
5. Discussion 
As we mentioned above, there are two types of explanation underlying the choice of more 
challenging goals (as measured by having a savings goal above the future value of what people 
have currently saved and/or committed to save, i.e., a positive SGS): first, a greater commitment 
towards future savings materialised by increasing the propensity to save; second, less sensitivity 




to adverse possible future income shocks as barriers to savings. We now discuss, in the light of 
these assumptions, how our qualitative results validate and depict that both mechanisms are at play. 
 On the one hand, our qualitative findings show that men are more confident in performing 
financial tasks, more interested in financially-related issues, more committed towards wealth 
growth than women, and are more likely to want to accumulate savings as fast as possible. All 
these traits can be closely associated with planning to intensify the effort of saving in the future 
and thus justify our finding that men have more challenging goals than women (Latham and Locke 
2007; Locke, Latham, and Erez 1988; Locke and Latham 2002). The difference of attitude toward 
men’s goals compared to women is that the latter are less likely to exhibit such a performative 
approach concerning goals. This is quite well illustrated by the fact that women tend to target a 
“comfortable” life style. 
 On the other hand, it appears from our qualitative results that women tend to put a greater 
emphasis on the question of financial security, and on how they would cope in the case of adverse 
income shocks. This leads women to focus more on the accessibility to savings, in order to have 
“peace of mind”. As hypothesised in the quantitative section of this paper, such an attitude may 
lead to women setting less ambitious goals, because they would more strongly perceive such 
shocks as being barriers to saving more money. This is backed by the literature on goal theory that 
has established that the anticipation of difficulty in a task would have a negative impact on the 
likelihood of choosing challenging goals (Latham and Locke 2007; Locke, Latham, and Erez 1988; 
Locke and Latham 2002). In addition, since women seem to fear income shortages more than men, 
the targeting of a modest goal could be a way to avoid regret in case of future loss (Hsiaw 2013); 
should rainy days happen and deplete savings, the choice of a modest savings goal would reduce 
the downward deviation from the goal and hence be less painful psychologically. 




 These observations lead us to categorize men and women’s different attitudes to goal 
setting according to a classification of goals previously defined in the literature. Our results suggest 
that women are more likely to set maintenance goals while men tend to set attainment goals (Yang, 
Stamatogiannakis, and Chattopadhyay 2015). Women thus tend to be more conservative, trying to 
maintain as much as possible their current endowment in a threatening economic environment 
(maintenance goal). This attitude has indeed been associated in the literature with perceived 
difficulty in performing the task required (Stamatogiannakis, Chattopadhyay, and Chakravarti 
2018). In contrast, men are more concerned with growth (attainment), which appears associated 
with more confidence that they will outperform their current savings commitment in the future. 
 
6. Conclusion 
We have provided quantitative evidence that women tend to set less ambitious goals for savings 
attainment than men and we have explained qualitatively the underlying reasons for such 
attitudinal differences. We have seen that men tend to be more committed to savings in the long 
run, and that they feel more confident and less pessimistic about their ability to accumulate wealth.  
 We believe our results matters importantly as to the question of consumers’ dynamic of 
savings accumulation. An extensive literature suggests that setting challenging goals, particularly 
in the field of savings, acts as a commitment device and results in greater achievement (Hsiaw 
2013; Latham and Locke 2007; Lynch et al. 2010; Ülkümen and Cheema 2011; Wallace and Etkin 
2017). Our results therefore suggest that such attitudinal gender differences in savings goals may 
play a role ceteris paribus in the final wealth accumulated and the so-called wealth gender gap in 
western economies (Almenberg and Dreber 2015; Garnick 2016; Neelakantan and Chang 2010; 
Ruel and Hauser 2013; Schneebaum et al. 2016). This difference appears even more critical when 
we know that women’s retirement savings goals should take into account their greater life 




expectancy compared with that of men. Goals are even more likely to be achieved when they are 
specific (Ülkümen and Cheema 2011; Wallace and Etkin 2017) as is the case in our quantitative 
data. Individuals in our quantitative sample went through a formal process of goal choice with an 
advisory firm. Our results should apply more generally in western societies, where the use of 
savings goals is wide-spread and promoted as being a key element in the savings process.20 It is 
possible, also, that less formal goal choice (e.g., less specific) leads to the same resuls.21 
 An interesting aspect of our quantitative results is that they are based on data relating to 
advised clients. This leads us to think that this gender difference in goals choice cannot be reversed 
by improvements in financial literacy or expertise. From this perspective, our results are in line 
with the view put forward by Noone et al (2010) on the persistence across history of normative 
gender roles in money management and, especially, planning. If this is the case, it is difficult to 
conceive of a policy intervention that could counteract the long standing effects of this traditional 
social heritage. Our advice, however, is to make financial advisors aware of the implication of such 
gender roles on the setting of savings goals. 
 
                                                          
20 The OECD has measured through survey that around 1 individual out of 2, in member countries, set long term 
financial goals (45% in the UK).  
21 For instance, previous work on unconscious goals, suggests that goals could be incidentally activated due to 
environmental factors, and that such goals have motivational properties (see e.g., Aarts et al. 2005; Chartrand et al. 
2008; Laran, Janiszewski, and Salerno 2016). Since finance is still pervasively perceived as a domain in which men 
are, from a social norm perspective required to excel (see our theoretical background), men could unconsciously more 
see savings accumulation as an important goal in their lives more than women do. 





Table A.1. Variables description 
Variable name Description 
Investment characteristics 
Initial savings amount Initial amount invested in the portfolio by clients. 
Regular saving Amount that clients save every month (by standing orders). 
Proj. rate of return It is the geometric mean of forward annual projected rates of return provided by Morningstar. It varies with 
the portfolio risk exposure chosen by the client (defensive, moderate, balanced, growth, aggressive) which 
itself depends on the ATR category combined with clients time frame (Time until the first withdrawal and 
Time continuing withdrawing money after the first withdrawal). 





Savings Expected Future 
Value 
Sum of the future value of the Initial savings amount and the Regular saving at the term of the goal. 
𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝐹𝑢𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒𝑖 ≡ 𝑆0,𝑖 × (1 + 𝑟𝑖)





Where 𝑁𝑖 is the Goal term; 𝑆0,𝑖 is the Initial savings amount; 𝑠𝑡,𝑖  is the Regular saving, 𝑟𝑖,𝑚𝑜𝑛𝑡ℎ is the 
portfolio monthly projected rate of return. 
 
GIA  Takes the value 1 if the client has a General Investment Account, and 0 otherwise. 
 
ISA Takes the value 1 if the client has an Individual Saving Account, and 0 otherwise 
 
SIPP Takes the value 1 if the client has a Self-Invested Pension Portfolio, and 0 otherwise 
 
Time continuing withdraw We create dummy variables that indicate whether clients reported that they plan to make a one off withdrawal 
at the investment term, or if they plan to continue withdrawing between 2 and 5 years, between 6 and 10 
years, and more than 11 years. 
  
Goal characteristics  
Goal term The number of years until which clients plan to withdraw money from their placement. 
Savings goal Amount of money that clients aim to accumulate at the Goal term. 
SGS (Savings goal spread) =Savings goal - Savings expected future value 
SGS > 0 Takes the value 1 if SGS is positive, and 0 otherwise. 
Demographic  
Age range  The range of age of clients. We create a dummy variable for each age range: 25 or less, from 26 to 35, from 
36 to 45, from 46 to 55, from 56 to 65, from 66 to 75, and above 75. 
Marital status Marital status of clients.  We create dummy variables for each marital status civil union, co-habiting, 
separated, divorced, married, single, widow(er). 
Income Yearly earnings. Only available for 988 clients. 
Projected income growth The average variation of earning across women/men from the current age of the client to the age she/he will 
be at her/his goal term. For instance, if a woman is 50 years old and has a savings goal horizon of 10 years 
(she will then have 60), Projected income growth will be the variation between the average income of women 
in age range from 46 to 55 and the average income of women in age range from 56 to 65. If a women is 40 
years old and have a 20 years goal horizon, we take the average Projected. income growth over two ranges 






of age: on the one hand, from the range “from 35 to 45” to “from 45 to 55”, and then from the range “from 














Calculation displayed is for “female”. Age range varying from 𝑡, the current age range of the client, to 𝑇 the 
age range reached at her goal horizon; and 𝑁𝑡,𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 is the number of female of age range 𝑡. Only available 
of 968 clients. 
 
Assets Amount of assets individually owned by client (excluding Initial savings amount). Only available for 1090 
clients. 
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